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Whenever autumn comes around, | remember that I've yet to see a shooting
star in the Hong Kong sky.

I live in a village where there's plenty of visible sky overhead. My neighbour,
who loves the outdoors, says autumn is the season for stargazing and reckons
that everyone in the village has seen at least one falling star — except me.

When | wailed about my bad luck, she said: "Cheh, it's because you
never look."

Touché. My mind's often preoccupied, and | see not what is there but
what | want to see.

We all know that we view the world selectively, of course. So we try to
read more — and more widely. We travel the world, take up new interests and
meet new people. We do our best to listen to and accept other points of view.

All these are useful measures. Yet it seems that the more we learn, the
more opinionated we become.

When we look at what's happening around — and inside — us, what is it
we see? People who've made an art of paying attention say there is plenty we
don't notice. Buddhist meditation teachers describe the mind as that which is
aware and clear: the ability to see clearly is our birthright.

In an excerpt from the book Joyful Wisdom, reproduced in this issue
of the magazine, Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche introduces a practice that
involves paying attention to what is there while letting go of our judgments
and opinions. This allows us to distinguish our judgments from the simple
experience of seeing. Not only does this practice bring self-understanding,
but it also changes the way we relate to life.

"In that moment of pausing to just be aware," Mingyur Rinpoche says,
"we open ourselves not only to the possibility of bypassing habitual ideas,
emotions, and responses to physical sensation, but also to responding freshly
to each experience as it occurs."

Interestingly, this apparently more detached way of attending to our
experiences actually helps us live life more — not less — fully.

This issue of the magazine deals with our engagement with ordinary life.
Day-to-day living can sometimes seem like a prefabricated series of situations,
which we go through as if by default. At the opposite extreme, living can
be exhilarating, painful or deeply bewildering. However they appear, life
situations offer opportunities for creative engagement — if we take a genuinely
open approach to working with them.

Through the practice of resting our mind, we rediscover what it is like
to relate to our thoughts and emotions, and the circumstances in which
we find ourselves — directly, simply and fully. "Meditation is not a matter
of withdrawing — you are not drawing in, retreating from the world," says
meditation teacher Chogyam Trungpa in the book Work, Sex, Money. "In fact,
you are getting into the world. Until now, the world hasn't been able to show
us its fullest expressions, because we never let it happen."

If we open ourselves to the world, we can trust that it will show us its
fullest expressions. Perhaps someday I'll see a shooting star or two. If not,

that's fine too; there is this thing called life.
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THIS THING
CALLED LIFE

This is a fragment of my memory, so it may not be
entirely accurate.

Some years ago, my father was quite sick in
hospital. | sat with him while the doctor visited one
afternoon. Chart in hand, the doctor asked him
how he felt: Where does it hurt? Are you able to
eat? Any tightness in the chest? And so on.

Then came a question | did not expect:

"Are you happy with your life?"

| heard my father say no, that he felt like a
failure.

| said nothing at the time, and I'm sure my
face was expressionless, betraying nothing of
what | felt. But what did | feel? Shock, certainly. Till
today | cannot pin down the emotions. It felt like...
an earthquake in slow motion.

| never asked my father why he said that. In
fact we never talked about it. Years later, | might
have mentioned it in passing to my brother. If |
did, I have forgotten his reaction.

Today my father is in fair health — excellent,
really, for someone in his 80s — and we've gotten
closer in the last few years, even though we don't
live in the same city. He becomes more irritable
when he's not feeling well, as before, but as far as
| can tell he's generally relaxed and easy-going,
even playful.

| don't worry about him.

The American poet Mary Oliver draws her
inspiration from nature, though not of the sunset-
pretty variety. She writes about golden fields of
swaying poppies, yes, but also decaying lilies and
owls that devour crickets and mice. In her works,
blood and dirt are expressions of life and death,
and therefore magnificent.

Lines from her poems come to mind from

time to time. I'm fond of this one:

Tell me, what is it you plan to do

with your one wild and precious life?

| like it because it reminds me that my life is a
responsibility and a privilege, something for which
to be grateful.

What will | do?

| believe everyone wonders about the point
of living. Most people don't spend too much time
on it, or they don't articulate it. And those who do
go on about the meaning of life can be - let's be
honest — a little tedious.

| am not mocking, if only because I used to do
it myself.

| stopped only after | saw that it was a mind
game: so many answers, all different, and all
correct. It was | who created the question then
twisted myself into knots to get at the answers.

It was entertaining before | realised it was only
entertainment.

Whatever life's meaning, we seem to be living
two lives. There is the actual living, which involves
waking up, eating, cleaning myself, thinking, feeling
and sleeping; and then there is the life in my head
— you know, the one that comes with a running
commentary.

If | took a holiday, for example, there were two
journeys: the one that happened from moment
to moment; and then the story | told about my
trip — mostly to myself but sometimes to others —
complete with highlights, photos and once-in-a-
lifetime experiences.

Hands down, the story was more satisfying
than the holiday itself.

This split between "life as it is" and "life as |
think" is exhausting, but I'd always accepted it as
part of being human. Doesn't everyone think, judge
and analyse? If so, surely there's no escaping the
running commentary?

It turns out this is not true. When meditation
teachers talked about the split between mind
and body, | quickly recognised it to be my own
condition. And | was glad to hear that there is a way
to live more simply, and more directly. With some
practice, we can try to synchronise mind and body.

This involves attending to our experiences
as they happen, and as they are, letting go of the
tendency to dress them up. When thoughts come,
label them as thoughts and move on.

So, lately, instead of asking what life means, |
started doing housework.

For years I've hired part-time help to do the
chores | dislike, such as cleaning the toilet and

mopping the floor. Now | try to do them myself,
and take them as opportunities to observe how my
restless mind has great difficulty keeping company
with my actions.

It always wants to race ahead. When laying out
the laundry to dry, my hand picks up a face towel
but my mind is already imagining putting the sock
next to it on the rack. This happens constantly. |
rinse a cup under running water while thinking of
the tomato | have to cut for cooking later.

Yet, the moment | notice my mind wandering
off, it is already back, resting on the present
moment. And when | don't force myself to stop
thinking, the very act of thinking sometimes slows
by itself. The result is that | feel more grounded
and more alive, simply by being aware that I'm
aware.

| don't know if this is meditation, truly. It's just
what | find when | try to let myself be — without
purpose, without judgment.

Meditation takes practice, which we do on a
cushion. But bringing awareness to every aspect
of our life is also deeply satisfying. At work, for
example, it is always better to be relaxed than not: |
respond better and more accurately to what needs
to be done. With family, | find that when | allow
myself to be as | am, at peace with every situation
in which | find myself, they also begin to relax and
be as they are. It takes patience, of course.

When there is space for creative, direct
engagement with life, there seems to be less need
for a constant evaluation of life.

No one likes to be on their death bed and
think they have lived in vain.

| don't know what my father was going through
at the time that led him to say what he said. |
suspect it was no different than what |, or you, go
through every day as we tangle with the hopes and
fears of our very ordinary lives.

There's no need to ask what life is, because
life just is. This "is-ness" or "suchness" of life, as
meditation teachers term it, awaits all of us; it is not

to be explained but experienced.

Text: Chen Zhijun
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Day-to-day living can sometimes seem routine.

It can be exhilarating, painful or deeply bewildering.

Through it all, can we remain open to whatever life brings?

We ask two people to share what they find

| feel it: The music is playing as | write, and | find
my fingers tapping on the keyboard in rhythm, as
if | were writing a song. My topic today is "ordinary
life". It suits me, being ordinary. So | will take a
break from the hectic pace of urban living, and let
the topic lead me where it will, to feel again the
freshness of life.

| am drawn to aesthetics. In his book,

The Awakening of Beauty, Taiwanese art critic
Chiang Xun described the awakening of beauty

as "nothing more than allowing you to 'see’,
'hear', 'smell', 'touch' and 'taste' the goodness of
existence". Perhaps, you, like me, live a busy life in
a crowded city. | invite you to follow Chiang Xun's
lead, take a deep breath, slow down your steps
and listen to your heart:

"When was the last time you felt the softness
of soil and grass?

When was the last time you heard birdsong?

When was the last time you smelled the
fragrance of a spring blossom?

When was the last time you saw stars?

When was the last time you recalled the taste
of the seabream your mother pan-fried over low
heat?

When was the last time you remembered a
lover's warm embrace?

When was the last time you remembered
the smell of someone you swore you would never
forget?

When was the last time you massaged your
tired shoulders in the shower?"

To a nine-to-five office worker like myself, life
is just life, nothing fancy. Like a cog in a machine,
| wait every morning for my phone alarm to wake
me up in the morning, and the routine begins. |
play the parts to which | am assigned, take up the
duties that are my responsibility, day after day after
day.

We can eat a good lunch, share a joke,
watch a thriller in the cinema after work, catch up
on celebrity gossip. All of this is entertainment.
Before we know it, the day is over. And so it goes —
until the day we suddenly stop and ask ourselves:
"What am | doing?"

How long has it been since | have felt alive?

Like many others, |, too, hope to travel the world
to experience its variety, and to pursue my youthful
dreams. But after having gone away, | began

to realise that, no matter where |'ve been, what
wonderful food I've tasted and how many beautiful
sunsets I've seen, | still come back to reality. The
moments fade and all | have are memories.

| don't mean to say that these memories are
worthless. The problem is, | feel | haven't really
experienced all that life has to offer. When | look
back, | see that life isn't a pursuit to soothe the
senses or lift the spirits. Life demands that we give
it our all, to feel every moment it has to offer, to
accept and trust what it brings, no matter what it
is. Only then will we be touched by life.

It's easy to feel numbed by routine. So we try
to fill our lives with new, exciting experiences, as if
to show ourselves how full and rich our lives are, to
prove the worth of our existence. But the point is:
are you choosing freely?

Do you feel time slipping away? When we
wake every morning, do we feel like a beast that
is forever ravenous, trying to get its fill everywhere
and anywhere. We strike out, and work hard for
our future and for our dreams. We want to own
what we think we need; it's always something new.
Actually, we are trapped, mindlessly repeating a
pattern of unconscious behaviour.

Maybe the meaning of life rests in the fact
that it is limited. Everyone tries their utmost to
make full use of every moment of their lives. Some
people want to eat the world's best food, some
want to visit every continent on earth, some want
to meet their soulmate. But how many of us ever
stop to take a deep breath and ask ourselves,
"why are we living?"

Our innate awareness allows us to live fully. It
helps us to find our centre. This is why life can be
fresh or routine. It all depends on our attitude to
life, and whether we have looked inside ourselves
and examined our ideas of good and bad. It
depends on whether we are willing to give way
to other people's viewpoints and dial down our
criticism of others. All we need to do is watch how
notions of good and bad are formed in our minds.

In this way, we will not be living life from a

position of poverty, but one of richness. It is as if
we are no longer drinking salt water, which makes
us more thirsty. Instead, we are drinking plain
water, which is clear and bittersweet.

When | was younger, | thought | was special,
different from everyone else. | thought | was better
than others. | didn't know arrogance was like a
virus that infected my heart. But now | know: every
person is special in their own way. The irony is, this
desire to be special perhaps marks me out to be
most commonplace. It has everything to do with
the ego.

After | see this, my life changed. How | see
myself, and how | interact with the world have all
changed. As it turned out, if we are willing to face
ourselves honestly, and live our lives in a way that
is true to who we are, we can open our hearts to
experience life fully.

So, if we let it, every moment in daily life will
alert us to the meaning of existence. It turns the
ordinary into something extraordinary. Life moves
us, just like that. It's a blessing for which I am truly

grateful.

Text: Kerry Ho
Translated from the Chinese by: Chen Zhijun
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HUMANS OF
HONG KONG

W/ XF Ek& Photography and text Jackie Lou

EHXTH  #SANTAERE—BEARTE BAH
BERFHS - E—EERRMNREE  BERRBEHR
FHMAREBEEE  8HEEZEUR Humans of
New York °

All around the world, people are photographing
the residents of their neighbourhood and sharing
them via social media, such as on the popular
photo blog Humans of New York. In that spirit,
we pay tribute to Hong Kong people in this
series of photos taken on a Sunday afternoon in
Victoria Park.
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"Do you come here every day?"

"Yes, | come for a walk here every day, and in

the morning | come here to exercise. | like the
trees here."

"How old are you?"

"84."

"And do you two always come together?"
"Yes."
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"What are you reading?"

"Game of thrones. | liked the show, so | want to
read the book."

"Why did you pick this spot?"

"Well, I'm actually stationed here for my school's
camp activity."

"How long do you need to sit here?"

"From 1 to 5."

TREEEB R ?

TEMEZEEEER  BE—REBEEELHFX
oo WA BEDRERRR - F UK EES
BEREKFE-
TEFRETHMERTEERRER?,
THBEREARK » HMpH call HE -

"What's it like being a security guard here?"

"We look out for anything unusual going on. But
things are usually peaceful. People come and ask
for directions - to a hotel, where are the toilet..."
"What's the most memorable thing that has
happened while you're on duty?"

"One time someone fainted and we had to call

an ambulance."
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"So you like soccer?"

FI]E.....

"Umm... not really."
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"What are you reading?"
"Indonesian newspaper."
"How long have you been in Hong Kong?"

"More than 20 years."
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Afterword

Earlier tonight, | bought a hand-woven "grasshopper" from a kindly looking old
man outside Mong Kok station. Under the street lamp, these creatures made of
bamboo leaves were swaying in the autumn breeze. With people streaming in
and out of the station, the man's little stand was the centre of a heart-warming
image. But as soon as | took out my camera to capture a picture, he started
yelling at me. Embarrassed, | scuttled into the station, leaving behind the
uncomprehending looks of passers-by and the old man's angry shouts.

Almost half a year ago, | suggested to the editor that perhaps the Joy of
Living magazine could publish a photo essay similar to the immensely popular
Humans of New York project. She replied that it would be very difficult to carry
out in Hong Kong, because people here won't tolerate having their photos
taken, let alone entertain personal questions from a stranger. (Actually, | have to
admit I'm like that myself.) Surprisingly, a few months later, the editor gave me an
opportunity to try, and even accompanied me, along with two other volunteers
at Tergar Meditation Centre, on a "shooting trip" to Victoria Park on a Sunday
afternoon in August.

I didn't collect any statistics, but I'd say about a third of the people we
approached agreed to be photographed. Among those who said no, some
would not even make eye contact; some stopped to chat but still insisted, "No
photo!" But we had OKs from Indonesian domestic helpers, backpackers from
Europe, primary school students on summer holiday, university students waiting
for friends, and a granny who cheered us up with her contagious smile and
advice: "Everyone, be happy!"

Staring at the "grasshopper” in my hand, | tried to fathom why the old man
became so angry. A friend who was with me suggested an explanation: too many
people nowadays use their cameras and phones to document other people's
behaviour and post them on the internet for criticism and public shaming.
Perhaps a beautiful image in my eyes was in his a piece of potential evidence of
his illegal hawking, and could be used to stop him making a living.

At that moment, | could no longer hold back my tears, not because | had
been misunderstood, but because | was saddened by the fact that the innocuous
act of taking a picture could seem so suspicious, annoying, and even hostile.

These are really ordinary shots; the people in them are of different ages,
races and occupations. But the moment | clicked the shutter, every one of them
entrusted themself to me. For this precious gift of trust, | can only say "thank

you".
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LOOK, AND
YOU'LL SEE

An excerpt from Joyful Wisdom Chapter 7
Typing Jamie Wong

If we just look at our
experience directly, we could
see things as they are, and
our opinions and judgments
as they are — as distinct
aspects of experience. This
helps us to develop our
inherent clarity, says Yongey

Mingyur Rinpoche

Left to its own, the mind is like a restless bird,
always flitting from branch to branch or sweeping
down from a tree to the ground and then flitting
up into anther tree. In this analogy, the branches,
the ground, and the other tree represent the
demands we receive from our five senses, as well
as thoughts and emotions. They all seem very
interesting and powerfully attractive. And since

there's always something going on in and around

us, it's very hard for the poor restless bird to settle.

No wonder so many of the people | meet
complain of being stressed most of the time!
This kind of flitting about while our senses are
overloaded and our thoughts and emotions are
demanding recognition makes it very hard to stay
relaxed and focused.

The first of the basic practices to which |
was introduced as a child — which most teachers
introduce to beginning students — involves
allowing the little bird to settle. In Sanskrit,
this practice is known as shamatha; in Tibetan,
it is known as shinay. Shama and shi may be
understood in a variety of ways, including

"peace," "rest," or "cooling down" from a state
of mental, emotional, or sensory excitement.
Maybe a modern equivalent would be "chilling
out." The Sanskrit tha, like the Tibetan nay, means
to "abide" or "stay." In other words, shamatha or
shinay means abiding in a state that is rested or

"chilled out," which allows the little bird to sit on

Photography Hung Lam

one branch for a while.

Most of us, when we look at something, hear
something, or watch a thought or emotion, have
some sort of judgment about the experience. This
judgment can be understood in terms of three basic
"branches": the "I like it" branch, the "I don't like
it" branch, or the "I don't know" branch. Each of
these branches spreads out into smaller branches:
"good" branch; "bad" branch; "pleasant" branch;
"unpleasant” branch; "l like it because..." branch;

"] don't like it because..." branch; "could be good
or bad" branch; "could be nice or not" branch.
The possibilities represented by all these branches
tempt the little bird to flutter between them,
investigating each one.

The practice of shamatha or shinay involves
letting go of our judgments and opinions and just
looking at, or paying attention to, what we see from
whatever branch we're sitting on. Maybe we'll see a
screen of branches and leaves. But instead of flitting
from branch to branch to get a better view, just look
at each branch or leaf, paying attention to its shape
or color. Rest there on one branch. Attending to our
experience in this way allows us to distinguish our
judgments and opinions from the simple experience
of seeing.

This practice has profound implications for the
way we approach difficult emotions and the various
problems we encounter in daily life. In most cases
our experiences are conditioned by the branch
we're sitting on the screen of branches before us.
But if we just look at our experience directly, we
could see each branch and leaf as it is, and our
opinions and judgments as they are — not all mixed
up together, but as distinct aspects of experience.
In that moment of pausing to just be aware,
we open ourselves not only to the possibility of
bypassing habitual ideas, emotions, and responses
to physical sensation, but also to responding freshly
to each experience as it occurs.

This simple awareness is an expression of the
clarity of our Buddha nature: the capacity to see
and to recognize that we're seeing but without any
concepts attached or clouding our vision. We can
recognize the concepts of "l like," "I don't like,"

and so on, as distinct from branches, leaves, or

flowers. Because clarity is unlimited, we can hold all
these different things at once without mixing them
up.

Actually, clarity is always functioning, even
when we're not consciously attentive to it: when we
become aware of being hungry or tired, when we
recognize a traffic jam, or distinguish a chili pepper
from a package of cheese. Without clarity, we
wouldn't be able to think, feel, or perceive anything.
Shamatha or shinay practice helps us to develop and
appreciate our inherent clarity.

There are many ways to approach shamatha
or shinay practice. Many of the people I've met
over the years have asked for a step-by-step guide.
"What should | do first?" they ask. "What should
| do next?" In the following pages, I'll attempt to
describe a step-by-step approach to each of the

basic practices.

Just let go

The most basic approach to attention is referred
to as "objectless" — not focusing on any specific
"scene" or aspect of experience, but just looking
and marveling at the wide range of scenery as it
comes and goes. During a recent trip to Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil, I'd often exercise by hiking through
a tall, nearby hill that was covered in a jungle-like
forest of plants and trees bearing various types of
fruit. Halfway up the hill, I'd get tired, overwhelmed
by the heat and humidity, the altitude, and the sheer
variety of foliage. But at certain places, there would
be a wooden chair or bench. I'd sit in the chair and
just rest, simply aware of my physical fatigue and my
surroundings.

You don't have to hike through the hills of
Rio de Janeiro to accomplish this scene of open
relaxation and awareness. You can experience it
after washing a big pile of dishes. When you've
finished washing the dishes, you can sit down in
a chair with a big sigh, "Ahh." Your physical body
may be tired, but your mind is at peace, totally
open, totally at rest, and immersed in the present
moment of "Ahh." Maybe your children are making

noise in another room or maybe you're watching TV
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—with all the changes in scenes and commercial
interruptions. But neither disturbs your sense of
"Ahh." Thoughts, feelings, and sensations may
come and go, but you just observe them. You

pay light and gentle — or what we in the Buddhist
tradition refer to as "bare" — attention to them, as
you rest with an "Ahh," simply open to the present
moment. The past (washing dishes or climbing
through a South American jungle) is over, and the
future (more dishes, more jungles, bills to pay, or
children to discipline) has yet to come. Right here,
right now there is only the present "Ahh."

That's how to rest the mind in objectless
attention: as though you've just finished a large,
long, or difficult task. Just let go and relax. You
don't have to block any thoughts, emotions, or
sensations that arise, but neither do you have to
chase them. Rest in the present moment of "Ahh."
If thoughts, emotions, or sensations arise, simply
allow yourself to be aware of them.

Objectless attention doesn't mean just letting
your mind wander aimlessly among fantasies,
memories, or daydreams. You may not be fixating
on anything in particular, but you're still aware, still
present to what's happening in the here and now.

When we practice on the level of objectless
attention, we're actually resting the mind in
its natural clarity, unaltered by the passage of
thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations. This
natural clarity is always present for us in the same
way that space is always present.

In a sense, objectless attention is like allowing
ourselves to be aware of the branches and leaves
in front of us while recognizing the space that
allows us to see the branches and leaves in the first
place. Thoughts, emotions, and sensations shift
and quiver in awareness in the same way branches
and leaves shift and quiver in space. Moreover,
just as space isn't defined by the objects that
move through it, awareness isn't defined or limited
by the thoughts, emotions, and sensations it
apprehends. Awareness simply is.

Objectless attention involves settling into this
"is-ness," simply watching thoughts, emotions,
appearances, and so on, as they emerge against or

within the background of "space." Some people

find the practice as easy as sitting in a chair after
washing dishes; others find it rather difficult. | did.
Whenever my father or other teachers tried
to explain objectless attention, | was mystified and
a little bit resentful. | couldn't understand how it
is possible to just watch whatever was going on
as if it were a movie, or, as the many Buddhist
texts say, a "reflection of the moon in a puddle.”
In moments of greatest anxiety, my thoughts,
feelings, and physical sensations didn't seem
like reflections. They seemed terribly, solidly real.
Fortunately, there are other steps we can take in
order to guide us through the process of simply

being aware.

Resting on our senses

As a consequence of being embodied beings,
much of our experience is filtered through one or
another of the five senses: sight, hearing, smell,
taste and touch. But since the five sense faculties
— or sense consciousnesses, as most Buddhist
texts refer to them — can only register sensory
perceptions, Buddhist science describes a sixth
sense, known as mental consciousness. This sixth
sense — or sixth consciousness — shouldn't be
confused with ESP, an ability to see into the future,
or any other mysterious capability. It is more akin
to what neuroscientists describe as the capacity
to organize the information received through the
senses and form a concept or mental image.

Mental consciousness is like the restless bird
described earlier - flying from branch to branch,
taking in the view, so to speak, from each branch.
It tries to make sense of the information it receives
and is impelled to respond. But it's possible to
teach the bird to settle for a while by deliberately
focusing its attention on one or another of the
senses.

How?

In the course of ordinary experience, the mind
already tends to fixate on sensory information.
However, the information we receive through
our senses is more often than not a source of

distraction. Inasmuch as we're embodied beings,

we would inevitably experience a sense of futility
if we attempted to disengage completely from
our senses or block the information we receive
through them. The more practical approach is to
make friends with this information and utilize it as
a means of calming the mind.

As | was taught, this friendship is most easily
established by focusing on the visual aspects of
an object - for example, a rose. What we think or
feel about it doesn't matter: "good rose," "bad
rose," "l-don't-know rose." If we just look at it as
it is, we can begin to separate our opinions from
the simple experience of seeing. Our opinions
aren't in themselves good or bad or confused. But
when we collapse them together with an object,
our minds become distracted. We start to wonder,
"Is this a good rose or a bad rose? When was the
last time | saw a rose?" The restless bird flies from
branch to branch trying to "understand" the rose.
Yet the rose itself is not to be understood, but
merely seen.

The technical term for using the sense of
sight as a means of resting the mind is "form
meditation." Sounds a bit scary, doesn't it? Very
strict and precise. Actually, form meditation is
quite simple.

Whatever object you choose to look at - a
rose, a TV screen, or the person ahead of you in
the grocery store checkout line — you'll probably
notice that it has two aspects: shape and color.
Focus on whichever aspect you prefer. The focus
itself doesn't matter: some people are more drawn
to shapes, and others to colors. The idea is simply
to rest your attention on either its color or its
shape, engaging awareness only to the point of
barely recognizing shape or color.

It's not necessary to try to focus so intently
that you take in every little detail. If you try to do
that, you'll tense up, whereas the point of form
meditation is to rest. Keep your focus loose, with
just enough attention to hold a bare awareness
toward whatever you're looking at. The visual
object serves only as a reference point which
allows your mind to settle, a cue for the little bird
to stop fluttering from branch to branch - at least

momentarily — and simply rest.
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How to practise

First, depending on your circumstances, assume
whatever physical posture is most convenient or
comfortable. Next, allow your mind to rest for a
moment in objectless attention. Just observe all
the thoughts, sensations, and so on, that come
up. Then choose something to look at — the color
of someone's hair, the shape of his or her haircut,
or a rose, a peach, or your desktop — and just rest
your attention on it, noticing its shape or color.

You don't have to stare and if you need to
blink, just blink. After a few moments of looking at
someone or something, let your mind simply relax
again in objectless attention. Return your focus
to the object for a few moments; then allow your
mind to relax once more.

Whenever | practice using a visual object
as a support for resting the mind, I'm reminded
of one of the earliest lessons | learned from my

father. There is great benefit to be gained from

alternating between object-based attention and

the sort of objectless attention described earlier.
When you rest your mind on an object, you're
seeing it as something distinct or separate from
yourself. But when we let go and simply rest our
minds in bare attention, gradually we begin to
realize whatever we see, and however we see it,

is an image made up of thoughts, memories, and
the limitations conditioned by our sensory organs.
In other words, there's no difference between what

is seen and the mind that sees it.
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A DOORWAY INTO
THE ORDINARY

Text Janice Tay

This is how you make a bowl of tea: you do it with your knees.

Much has been written about the Japanese tea ceremony. Its history blends
influences from Zen Buddhism and a gradual branching out from monks and samurai
to other levels of society. Its principles teach us humility; its artistic nuances take in
the changing seasons and many other aspects of life. At its heart?: the possibility of
approaching enlightenment through the humble act of whisking up a bowl of green tea
for another person.

Much less has been said about the knee injuries. Most of the procedures in chado
or chanoyu - as the tea ceremony is known — are done with your legs folded under your
thighs and the tops of your feet splayed out on the ground. You put your entire weight
on this structure, a position called seiza, or "proper sitting".

After 15 minutes of this, with circulation to your feet cut off and pain stabbing into
your knees, improper sitting begins to look wildly attractive.

Yet after five months of classes in a Kyoto tea room and more than one chance to
quit for the sake of my knees, | have signed up for more lessons. That is because, when |
practise the tea ceremony, | can think of nothing but the tea ceremony.

With chanoyu usually conducted in a traditional Japanese room - a space of tatami
floors and fusuma doors — most beginners start by studying how to move in this new
environment: relearning the basics of walking, sitting, and opening and closing the
door.

You are, in short, demoted back to toddlerhood.

An almost inconceivable amount of thought has gone into determining how each
movement should be carried out. Nothing is too small for choreography. When entering
the tea room, you cross the threshold with your right foot; when you leave, the left foot
takes the first step out. Failure to plan for this a few steps in advance means that your
dignified exit will be marred by a sudden quickstep at the door.

The difficulty of executing one intensely prescribed motion after another makes
you slow down and pay attention to everything that you would otherwise sleepwalk
through.

Tea has shown me how distant | have grown from my life. The basic acts needed to
keep myself alive — eating, breathing, cleaning and all the other mindless, endless tasks
— have become routine, something to be escaped, put off or hurried through.

Familiarity breeds concussion. And so | continue with the tea ceremony because it
offers a way back into the ordinary. There are many other paths, of course — calligraphy,
martial arts, rock climbing, meditation. But worthy as all those are, chado has one
advantage: it comes with a guarantee of tea and cake.

After almost five months of lessons, | thought | knew at least how to open the door.
But at the end of one class, Sensei pointed out that my hand was too low when I slid the
fusuma aside. "It should be 24cm above the ground," she said.

She must have seen my face and the bubble over my head that said, "Twenty-four
centimetres...?", because she added, "Well, it doesn't have to be 24cm exactly, but-+"

Whether the hand has to be 24cm above the floor, or 23.4cm is also acceptable,
doesn't seem like the point, though. The value here is the endlessly useful reminder
about how quickly the unfamiliar can become routine — and get overlooked.

| am reminded once again to take the tea room into all the other rooms I know. No
matter what kind of door is in front of me, | look first for where the hand must go and,
measuring out 24cm with my eye, take deliberate hold.



JOY OF LIVING @

JOY OF
LIVING

MAGAZINE
October — December 2014
ISSUE 07

BB Advisers
BB Lama Sherab, TEE%5W Lama Yadie

#R18 Editors
% §19 Chen Zhijun, {12 & Tina Ho

X F#REE Copy editing
MM Thomson, FEE £ Renza Luk

EAMTHAE: Art direction
#{E1# Hung Lam

5T Design

{REE Lulu Ngie

H &3 ERER Cover and back page photography
KRFI{Z Ernest Goh

43 % Distribution
PREER Anna Chan, {1Z5% Raymond Ho, 21Z it Sandy Lau

H kR Publisher

BIEEBEE D
EELATEESRAMBHEETO 1 FE1E
Tergar Meditation Centre, H.K.

Room 1, 1/F, Wellborne Commercial Centre,

8 Java Road, North Point, Hong Kong.

T Tel: (852) 2566-1699

Facebook: www.facebook.com/tergarhongkong

IS 3B A BRI EN R 22 BY
The printing of this issue is sponsored by
Pressroom Printer & Designer Ltd

JOY OF LIVING 2R Bl » BEIZIFATUMETHEE -

BPIECDAIRER - I RAMESHERIN D % - BRI LUT—ESHAEM - HKEHE
X ETHREFBEERONILANIL - TRIKFEFF " Tergar Meditation Centre
HK - EREBEN MR - 85 « it RIBHRAR - AR FAIBAR -

JOY OF LIVING is free. We welcome your help to keep it that way.

If you'd like to make a donation to help defray the costs of printing and
distributing future issues, send us an e-mail, or post a cheque directly to Tergar
Meditation Centre in North Point. The cheque should be made payable to
"Tergar Meditation Centre H.K.". Please include in your mail your name and
contact details. Donations to Tergar are tax-deductible.
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